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BY VINCE MOORE

Photos by A. David Crosby

f Destiny

It's been 20 years si nce a harmonious
converg en ce of leadersh i p , character,
tea mwork a n d good fortu n e propelled
Furman to the 1-AA football c ham p ionsh i p.

In 1988, the Furman football team began its season without fanfare.
The Paladins had produced decidedly middling seasons the two previous
years, and both the coaches and the media in the Southern Conference
predicted that the 1988 team would do well to be middling. With only
seven starters returning from the previous year and uncertainty spread
across the rest of the starting lineup, the Paladins were picked to finish
fourth in the league and to be an afterthought in the national picture.
But a funny thing happened on the way to a season of mediocrity.
After starting with a 4--2 record and losing rather handily to the only
two teams, Clemson and Marshall, that it wasn't favored to beat,
Furman began to do some amazing things.
FURMAN I FALL 2008

19

The week after the 24-10 loss to league power Marshall, the Paladins
went to Boone, N.C., and defeated Appalachian State 24-9, snapping the
second-ranked Mountaineers' 20-game winning streak in conference play.
Furman won its next four conference games, including a tense 10-7 victory
over Tennessee-Chattanooga on the road and a decisive home victory
over The Citadel, to earn a share of the conference crown.
The team proved to be j ust as unflappable and unstoppable in the
NCAA 1-AA playoffs. After beating Delaware 21-7 in the first round,
the Paladins traveled to Huntington, W.Va., for a rematch with Marshall,
which was riding a 14-game home winning streak. But the Paladins
prevailed, 1 3-9, when the offense produced a long touchdown drive late
in the fourth quarter. Furman then returned home to defeat Idaho 38-7
in the semifinals, and knocked off Georgia Southern in the championship
game in Pocatello, Idaho, 17-12.
Furman had finished with nine straight victories, including two of
the most impressive road wins- against Appalachian State and Marshall
- in school history. The 13 victories remain the Furman benchmark,
and although the Paladins have played in two other national title games
(1985 and 2001), the 1988 team is the only one to earn the championship
trophy. To this day, Furman is the only private institution to win the
I-AA championship.
So how did the 1988 team do it? How did a squad that was picked
to be nothing more than average in its own conference ultimately prove
to be the best team in the nation? Did the prognosticators simply get
it wrong and fail to see all that latent talent just waiting to prove itself?
Not exactly. Just about everybody associ
ated with that 1 988 team will tell you that
there have been more physically talented
teams at Furman, and they understand
fully why people weren't expect
ing much of them.
What did transpire, they
say, was a magical confluence
of team camaraderie, incen
diary purpose and a generous
amount of good fortune
that looked a lot like
destiny.

Linebacker Jeff Blankenship
was the team's defensive leader.

In search of

•

respect

Jimmy Satterfield, the Paladins' head coach in 1988, says the coaches might
like to tell you, 20 years later, that they knew they had a championship
caliber team. But they wouldn't be telling the truth.
"We had an OK season in '86 and we were a little better in '87, but
none of the coaches were thinking about winning it all when the season
started," says Satterfield, now retired and living in Easley, S.C. "We were
j ust working day-to-day, trying to get better. Nobody saw what was coming."
Who could have? Only four starters returned on offense and three on
defense. The quarterback situation was still undecided entering the season,
and the returning receivers had a total of five career receptions between
them. The defense looked to be even more of a question mark. Although
the team returned all-conference performers Jeff Blankenship at linebacker
and Julius Dixon at cornerback, it had lost eight starters to graduation,
including the entire defensive line and the top four defensive ends.
It had been three years since former coach Dick Sheridan and the
majority of his staff had left for North Carolina State, and people couldn't
help but wonder if the 1 988 team would only steepen the program's slide
toward the middle of the league standings.
The players knew what people were thinking. "The seniors on the
team took it very personally that we were picked so low in the conference,
that we weren't getting any respect," says Ed Patterson, a senior offensive
tackle on the 1988 team who is now an insurance agent in Greenville.
"We used that to motivate ourselves and the rest of the team. We j ust
decided there was no way we were going to perform at the level that
people expected us to perform."
Wide receiver George Quarles recalls fellow seniors Blankenship and
Kennet Goldsmith calling a meeting before the season and talking about
how things were going to be different. This team would be closer, they
said. There would be no individual egos and no cliques, and if any of the
players had a problem it would be discussed openly as a group. Nobody
would go his own way.
"We hadn't had that kind of discussion the previous seasons," Quarles
says, "and that was the beginning of what made us a great team."
The first six games went pretty much as expected, with victories
against South Carolina State, Presbyterian, Newberry andVMI, and
losses to Clemson and Marshall. But a key piece of the national cham
pionship puzzle fell quietly into place in the Newberry game when a
previously sore-shouldered sophomore quarterback named Frankie DeBusk
was given his first start of his Furman career. Although DeBusk threw
four interceptions in the 24-10 loss to Marshall, he would do enough the
rest of the season to make sure that Furman would not lose another game.
But don't expect DeBusk to crow much about what happened on
the offensive side of the ball in 1988. "We were really not very good
on offense," he says. "We just didn't score a lot of points. But we were
absolutely great on defense, and what we could do was run the ball, take
some time off the clock and let the defense do its thing. We knew we
had a chance to win every game because of the defense."

Although the Paladins weren't a scoring machine, quarterback Frankie DeBusk
ran an efficient offense that emphasized ball control; in a key play from the
championship game, William Hall celebrates the recovery of a Georgia Southern
fumble at the Paladin 2-yard line.

The defe nse

ru les

You can't talk about that championship season without discussing
the defense.
Those eight empty starting positions in 1988 would be filled by
some of the most recognizable names in Furman football history, including Chris Roper and Kelly Fletcher (defensive ends), Brian Pitts (defensive
tackle), Kevin Kendrick (linebacker) and Pat Turner (cornerback). Dixon
and Blankenship would be first-team all conference again, with Blankenship
becoming the Paladins' first consensus All-American as well as conference
Player of the Year and Football News National Defensive Player of the Year.
The defensive coordinator was Bobby Johnson, who would go on to become
head coach at both Furman and Vanderbilt.
The defense recorded four shutouts in 1988, topped the conference
in rushing defense and total defense, and led Division I-AA in scoring
defense with 9.7 points per game.
"That had to be the best defensive team Furman has ever had,"
Satterfield says. "They were just unbelievable."
Quarles agrees. "We were so good defensively that we knew if we
could do anything at all offensively, we had a great chance to win."
That proved to be true when, in the seventh game of the season,
the Paladins traveled to Boone, N.C., and upset a great Appalachian
State team in front of a crowd of 25,301 . Satterfield, along with many
of the players, says that was when Furman became something more than
a team trying to prove people wrong and the season began to take on
a whole new hue.
"After that game, I started thinking, 'You know, we just might be

pretty good'," Satterfield says. "That perked everybody up and gave
us some real momentum."
Two weeks later, after an easy 3 1-0 victory over Western Carolina,
a last-minute interception helped Furman escape with a 10-7 win over
Tennessee-Chattanooga. It was then the Paladins started to believe they
had something else going for them.
"I remember watching UTC make what looked to be a game-winning
drive and then seeing Chris Roper make an interception that allowed us
to win," Patterson says. "I was thinking not only are we good, but we may
have a little bit of luck on our side, too."
There was no stopping the Paladins after that. They won their last two
regular-season games, against East Tennessee State (31-14) and The Citadel
(30-17), and then defeated Delaware in the first round of the I-AA playoffs.
Then came the game the 1988 team will tell you produced the greatest
road victory in the history of Furman football. Marshall had been ranked
No. 1 in the country most of the season, had easily defeated Furman earlier
in the year, and had played in the 1987 national championship game. But
the Paladins produced a 1 5 -play, 79-yard touchdown drive late in the fourth
quarter, then held off a late Marshall push to win 1 3 -9.
"I've seen a lot of victories at Furman, and I know I'm biased, but that
win against Marshall in Huntington has to be the biggest [road] victory
in Furman history," Patterson says.
"That was some game," recalls Quarles, who caught a key touchdown
pass from DeBusk late in the first half (see page 23). "After Marshall,
it seemed the team was destined for something special."
It would hardly be accurate to call the final two games anticlimactic,
but the Paladins weren't going to see anybody better than Marshall. Their
38-7 home victory over Idaho in the semifinals was no doubt made easier
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Georgia Southern coach Erk Russell (left), whose squad had rallied late to nip
the Paladins in the 1985 title clash, graciously congratulated Paladin coach Jimmy
Satterfield; the Furman team later had the opportunity to meet President George
H. W. Bush. Blankenship presented Furman souvenirs to the president as dignitaries
such as U.S. Sen. Strom Thurmond (beside Blankenship) and South Carolina governor
Carroll Campbell (far right) looked on.

N o egos

when theVandals' All-America (and future National Football League)
quarterback John Friesz didn't play because of a sprained ankle. Furman
then dispatched Georgia Southern 17-12 in the championship game
when, fittingly, the defense stopped two potential game-winning drives
in the fourth quarter.
"A national championship is always the ultimate goal of any Furman
team, and the coaches made you believe you could do anything," Patterson
says. "But, still, to see it unfold in front of you was something special,
and it's amazing that we did it. It's certainly unique, because it hasn't
been done again."
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Satterfield coached many great teams in his career, both in high school
and at Furman, but he never experienced anything quite like the 1988
season. The team's character was so broad and deep that the Paladins
were able to transcend every negative situation in which they found
themselves.
"That was the most unselfish team I ever coached, which was the
secret to their success," says Satterfield, who was named National Coach
of the Year in 1 988. "Nobody cared about themselves, only the team.
You asked a guy to move from one position to another, it was no problem.
Whatever was good for the team.
"If you look down the list of what those players are doing now, you'll
see doctors, lawyers, accountants, guys that run their own companies.
You didn't know it then, but those guys weren't just going to be successful
in football. They were going to be successful in everything they did.
No wonder we had the kind of season we had."
DeBusk, who would go on to become a two-time first-team all-

George Quarles (7) and tight end Greg Key
celebrate Quarles' touchdown catch.

the Ma rshall rush coming from the right

slipped behind the secondary and was

victory at Marsha l l in 1 988 was the

side of the line. Seeing no one to throw

standing alone in the back of the end zone.

greatest game in Furman's g reatest season,

to, he scrambled to the left side of the

"Once the play broke down, I just crossed

then what happened near the end of

field in search of a receiver.

the field and the defensive backs forgot

If the 13-9 second-round playoff

"I can sti l l remember seeing (offensive

the first half had to be its g reatest play.

about me," Quarles says.

think is, ' Don't drop it,' " Quarles recalls.
"I felt l i ke I could have tied my shoes in
the time it took the footba l l to get there."
Quarles didn't drop the pass and
Furman took a 7-0 lead into halftime,

Quarles waved frantically in an

which no doubt caused Marsha l l a great

his hands i n the air, as if to say, 'What are

attempt to get DeBusk's attention, but it

deal of consternation in the locker room.

Furman i n possession of the ball at the

you going to do? Pass or run7' " DeBusk

would be a couple of more hectic seconds

Marsha l l 42-yard line and less than

says.

before the qua rterback spotted him, pulled

The Paladins and the high-powered
Herd were locked in a scoreless tie, with

a mi nute remaining in the half. O n second

guard) Elton Bailey looking back at me with

But DeBusk sti l l hadn't decided on his

of the year,'' says head coach J im my

up and fired the footba l l on a line from

Satterfi eld. "That cha nged the tone
of the game completely."

down and 14, q uarterback Frankie DeBusk

next move, so he kept scrambling. Mean

60 yards away. " Finally, I see the ball com

dropped back to pass and immediately felt

while, wide receiver George Quarles had

ing my way. I'm wide open and a l i i can

conference selection and the league Player of the Year in 1990, is now
head football coach and athletic director at Tusculum College in Greene
ville, Tenn. He's in his 1 1th season as the most successful coach in the
school's history, and he's witnessed from all angles the elements that
produce successful and not-so-successful football teams. But he says
that 1988 was a unique experience for him.
"We certainly had some good players, but we won a national cham
pionship because of the kind of people who were on that team," DeBusk
says. "They were quality individuals with a tremendous amount of charac
ter. It made me a better person just being around the guys on that team."
Quarles might understand the successful dynamics of the 1988 team
as well as anybody. As the head football coach at Maryville High School
in Tennessee, he has led his teams to seven state 4A championships in the
last eight years. His 1 24-9 record includes 61 straight wins through 2007,
and five perfect seasons in the last six.
"I coach the way I was coached at Furman," Quarles says. "We con-

"That mi ght have been the play

- VINCE MOORE

centrate on teamwork and try to keep the egos off the field. You have
to be disciplined and do the little things right. Our coaches at Furman
always told us that you can have a lot of success when you don't care
who gets the credit, and I've found that to be true."
DeBusk says that a team must be good to have a winning season,
and it must be very good to win a conference championship. But if
a team is going to win a national championship, it must have its share
of luck as well.
So there's the formula for winning it all: Take an underappreciated
team with strong senior leadership, add a reasonable amount of talent
and a large dose of character, and throw in a little good fortune. And
since the 1988 Paladins remain the only Furman football team to scale
the championship summit, you'll just have to take their word for it. IFI
Furman honored the 1 988 national champions during the Georgia Southern
game November 15 in Paladin Stadium.
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